26 TELEVISION AND GROWING UP

Perceptions, interpretations, and responses to the same stimulus not
only vary from individual to individual, but also vary from time to time
within the same individual. The viewer watching a cartoon or a purely
fictional drama may be aware of and acknowledge the fantasy nature of
the stimuli, but through primitive unconscious identification processes
he may respond psychologically and physiologically as if the stimuli are
real and personally involve him. States of comfort or discomfort, plea-
sure or pain, and even verbal communications or participating move-
ments may be evoked.

It is possible that stimuli from a television screen in a box occupying a
small portion of a room arouse neurophysiological patterns similar to or
different from those aroused in interpersonal experiences with real peo-
ple. We do not yet know how the neurophysiological experience asso-
ciated with witnessing a fight between two real people would compare
with the neurophysiological experience associated with witnessing
filmed images of that fight on a television screen.

Responses of children and adults

Genrally, infants and young children are less able than older persons
to distinguish stimuli which are products of fantasy from those which
are products of reality. Most children are more apt than older people to
respond emotionally and physically, as well as ideationally, to their own
fantasies and to the fantasies presented to them as if they were reality.

In varying degrees adults, too, may experience reactivation of pat-
terns which were more prominent during childhood. Many elements in
the emotional experiences of adults are associated with emotional expe-
riences from their childhood, and it is not uncommon for adults to enjoy
relationships. interests, and activities of which they were fond during
childhood. Indeed, much of the content communicated through the me-
dia, including television, engages the ‘‘child part” of adults as well as
their mature aspects.

Parental influence

In normal parent-child interaction, the differentiating of make-believe
from real is a complex and extended process at best. In the television-
child setting, the task is further complicated because the child is often
left largely to his own devices. To him, the difference between film clips
of actual combat or a real riot, and dramatic portrayals of similar con-
flicts, may not always be clear. Commericals may further blur distinc-
tions since they often consist of fantasy about real things.

If fictional violence continues to appear in television entertainment,
should special steps be taken to assist children in identifying it as fic-
tion? Can fictional violence on television play a constructive role as a
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psychological safety valve which vents socially unacceptable hostility
by offering vicarious experience to some persons? Can televised vio-
lence stimulate psychological inhibitory mechanisms in some viewers
which reduce their likelihood of imitating that behavior? Does televised
violence instigate or facilitate for some viewers release of aggressive or
violent impulses? Does a high concentration of violence in televised
content convey impressions of permissiveness toward or expectations
of violent behavior to some persons? How do influences from family,
school, religion, laws, neighborhood environment, peers, genetic, phy-
siological and cultural factors interact with various television viewing
experiences? Do the images on a television screen provide a ‘‘fantasy”
stimulus quite unlike that provided by reai people in the room? Which
persons tend to differentiate and which tend to confuse fantasy and real-
ity? Are these behavioral effects beneficial or detrimental, prosocial or
antisocial, adaptive or maladaptive?

These are some of the many questions which have motivated system-
atic inquiry and scientific research on the effects of television on social
behavior.

WHAT THE CONTENT OF TELEVISION REFLECTS

Television content inevitably reflects the values, the points of view,
and the expectation of audience response held by those involved in the
production process.

Drama, light or serious, documentaries, ‘‘specials,’” variety and mu-
sic programs, and news are quite different types of format and in many
respects involve quite different considerations. All, however, require the
making of decisions as to what will be presented from the voluminous
amount of potential material. The values reflected in these decisions are
no less relevant because they are generally unarticulated. The decisions
made take on importance because all these varieties of television fare
can structure the audience member’s relationship to reality. To varying
extents and in various ways, they can engage conscience, modify or
mobilize opinion, and challenge or confirm beliefs.

Audience response to news programs, for example, depends to a con-
siderable degree upon the televised content, and this depends in part on
the selection and editing process. Selection of an emotionally charged
part of a speech and omission of the context in which it was given might
increase the audience involvement but aiso might contribute to false be-
liefs by offering an unbalanced view.

Suggestible persons may be strongly influenced or even exploited by
the ideas and advice offered through television and other media. Other
viewers may be freed from restrictive ideas and false beliefs to which
they have been bound. Media may be used to promote conflict or to re-
solve it. The moderator of a panel show, for example, may help
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representatives of different schools of thought to fight with one another
or to find common interests, to collaborate, synchronize, and harmonize
their contributions.

Stereotypes

In addition to violence, an area of major concern has been television’s
potentiality for perpetuating, reinforcing, or modifying social stereo-
types about groups defined by such criteria as sex, ethnic background.
and social class.

Many children in the United States, especially those in big cities, have
never met an American Indian. But American children have had endless
hours of experience with *‘Indians’” who ride horses across the plains,
stalk wagon trains, and raid camps of white soldiers. Much of what
American children ‘‘know’’ about American Indians may well have been
derived from watching television dramas and movies rerun on televi-
sion.

For many years, blacks were seen usually as servants, slaves, or buf-
foons, less often as athletes or fighters, aimost never as clergymen, phy-
sicians, teachers, attorneys, or policemen. Black Americans protested
that such stereotypic portrayals conditioned other Americans to think of
them as inferior to whites. This protest has now been heard, and vigor-
ous efforts are now being made to present movie and television dramas
in which black actors appear in a broad diversity of roles.

Since television may play a role in shaping opinion and attitudes, it is
important to pay attention to which persons, groups, and interests are
presented in a favorable light and which are presented unfavorably. Tel-
evised content can suggest who may be considered benign and who may
be considered a threat to society.

The responsibility of decision-making

Decisions made by persons at various levels in the television industry
determine what is broadcast, when it is broadcast, and how what is
broadcast is treated—from point of view to camera angle.

The media may offer an avenue of expression for a few or for many.
Unfortunately, the powerful and the powerless, the wealthy and the
poor, the influential elites and nonelites do not have equal access to the
television cameras and microphones, and the impact of television may
be differentially felt. In general, the powerful, influential, and elite have
opportunity to initate and control the content and uses of television in
ways that the powerless, the poor, and the nonelite do not. In these in-
teractions one party’s interests are often supported while the interests of
other parties are sacrificed. This places an especially heavy responsibili-
ty on those who determine which aspects of reality shall be given the
special salience bestowed by television treatment.
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DEFINITIONS AND DIMENSIONS OF VIOLENCE

The possible effect of televised violence on the behavior and attitudes
of children is the major focus of this research program. The National
Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence (1969) in examin-

ing the history of American society made these poins:

America has always been a relatively violent nation. Considering the tumultuous
historical forces that have shaped the United States, it would be astonishing
were it otherwise.

Since rapid social change in America has produced different forms of violence
with widely varying patterns of motivation, aggression, and victimization, vio-
lence in America has waxed and waned with the social tides. The decade just
ending. for example. has been one of our most violent eras—although probably
not the most violent.

Exclusive emphasis in a society on law enforcement rather than on a sensible
balance of remedial action and enforcement tends to lead to a decaying cycle in
which resistance grows and becomes ever more violent.

For remedial social change to be an effective moderator of violence, the changes
must command a wide measure of support throughout the community. Official
efforts to impose change that is resisted by a dominant majority frequently
prompt counterviolence.

Finally, Americans have been. paradoxically, a turbulent people but have en-
joyed a relatively stable republic. Our liberal and pluralistic system has histori-
cally both generated and accommodated itself to a high level of unrest, and our
turmoil has reflected far more demonstration and protest than conspiracy and
revolution.

Within these broad conclusions, the Commission examined the histo-
ry of violence. with attention to both individual and group violence and
to effects of television and other media upon these. At least two things
are clear from reading the Violence Commission report, as well as the
primary references on violence and aggression which the Commission
used. The first is that violence has characterized our society throughout
its history, and the second is that there is no simple or universal explana-
tion of the causes of violence. In fact, there is not even a clear consen-
sus about what constitutes violence.

What is “‘violent?”

The character of an act does not, by itself, define whether the act is
violent. The effect. the social context, the moral framework, the degree
of legitimization, and the amount and kinds of group endorsement of the
act are very relevant to the definition of violence in the real world. For
example, while many societies sanction parents’ use of physical force to
control and train their children, the same force, employed by other per-
sons in a different context, might be defined as violence. Although their
use of force is not so widely permitted, children often employ force in
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their dealings with other persons—especially other children—and in
their expression of feelings. Over time, most individuals will internalize
their society's moral codes and mold their behavior accordingly.
Whether or not the use of physical force will be defined as violence
depends upon one’s perspective and upon the context, as well as upon
the nature of the act. The recipients of forceful action generally define
such action as violent more readily than do initiators of the action. Thus:

—The same act may be considered violent under some circum-
stances and not under others.

—The same act may be judged as violent by one person and not by
another.

—The same act may be generally accepted and labeled nonviolent
when committed by one person but may be generally rejected as
violent when committed by another.

—The same violent act may be accepted at some ages but not all
others, or may be accepted among males but not among females.

—The same violent act may be rejected if one initiates it but may be
approved as seif-protection against another’s attack.

—Violence may be accepted if it is deemed necessary to protect a
person, a property. or an important belief.

—Destroying or hurting another by psychological or verbal means,
which are generally more subtle than physical actions, will often
not be considered as violence.

—The ethics of violence may be blunt; line-of-duty violent acts of
soldiers and police may be acceptable.

—The ethics of violence may be more subtle. It may be acceptable
to hit back, but not in the groin or in the eye.

—An act by a person we like or idealize is less apt to be considered
violent than the same act by a person we dislike or denigrate.

—Violence to right a wrong may be acceptable by an acknowledged
official but not by ordinary citizens, some of whom may even be
expected to accommodate to injustice.

Defining aggression

Throughout this report the terms ‘‘aggression” and “‘violence’ are
employed almost always in reference to antisocial behavior. We ac-
knowledge that this usage is neither comprehensive nor precise. Howev-
er, this usage is so common that its meaning is communicated easily.

The word ‘‘aggression” has generally been associated with antisocial
or destructive implications. Within psychoanalytic theory, on the other
hand, aggression refers to the mobilization, organization, and applica-
tion of energy to a task which may be constructive or destructive, proso-
cial or antisocial.
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In his review of literature on effects of media portrayals of violence,
Weiss (1969) noted the difficulty of arriving at a generally accepted con-
ceptualization of aggression. A vast and varied array of behaviors may
be considered aggressive. depending upon effects, upon intent, upon
context. upon associated feelings and fantasies, and upon other factors.
There is no aggreement either among lay persons or among scientists
about how fantasized aggression. verbal aggression. and physical ag-
gression may be compared. Nor is there agreement about what consti-
tutes an aggressive act in real-life experiences or about the degree to
which behavior measured in a laboratory is analogous to that in a natur-
alistic setting. Aggression against an inanimate object is not always ac-
cepted as the functional equivalent of aggression against an animate
one. Would the inanimate object have been struck if it could hit back? Is
aggressive behavior in play a functional equivalent of aggressive behav-
ior with intent to harm?

Sociopolitical aspects of violence and
aggression

When we consider behavior within a societal context, the meaning of
concepts such as ‘*violence,”” ‘‘aggression,” “‘order,” and ‘‘disorder”’
is defined by sociopolitical processes. Similarly, decisions about the par-
ticular manner in which “*violent™ acts are to be handled—for example,
with a *‘show of force’ or the actual use of **deadly force’” by officials
—are also essentially sociopolitical in nature.

In a staff report to the Violence Commission, Skolnick (1969) dis-
cussed the political and public policy aspects of defining, labeling, and
handling violence. The kind of acts which are classified as *‘violent,™ as
well as those which are not so classified, vary according to who provides
the definition and who has the superior resources for disseminating and
enforcing his definitions. The legislative process is involved in the for-
mulation and enactment of criminal laws and of specific penalties for
engaging in behavior so defined and officially prohibited. For example,
the behavioral act of killing another person does not automatically nor
even necessarily constitute murder. If the killing can officially be viewed
as justified or in self-defense, for example, it will not be labeled as mur-
der. Similarly, the young man setting fire to a Vietnamese hut may be
considered a dutiful citizen and soldier; the same man burning a grocery
store in New York or Chicago may be viewed as a dangerous criminal
engaged in arson and related crimes.

Almost every society, including primitive societies, legitimizes for the
sake of its own maintenance some aggression and violence against inter-
nal and external threats. Every society has inconsistent norms and
mores. Every society talks a better, purer, more noble game than it plays.
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Aggression and violence are always the legitimized privilege of authori-
ty, whether it be within the setting of the family, within a tribe, or within
anation.

Some aggression and violence have been an outcome of disagree-
ments between individuals or groups over cherished values and beliefs
which, in themselves, are conflicting at times. In a competitive society.
strong motivations toward productivity and rewards may lead to high
standards of living for some people and exploitation. suffering. and un-
fairness for others. Those who focus their attention upon the productivi-
ty and the high standard of living have a legitimate basis for their ap-
proval of this process; those who focus attention upon the exploitation
and unfairness have a legitimate basis for their disapproval.

People often accommodate and adjust for long periods of time to
damage, injury, or psychological trauma caused by such inequities as
crippling discrimination on the basis of socioeconomic status or race.
Severely destructive effects may be tolerated, but they are rarely de-
fined as violence if they are brought about siowly enough, within a
framework of accepted values and laws, and by group rather than indi-
vidual action. Such legitimized and processed violence may have a large
number of victims reflected in death rates, morbidity rates, vulnerability
to exploitation, and other forms of human suffering.

Neglect is not considered violence even if it results in death. Sudden
damage to an individual or an object is generally recognized as violence
while slow, erosive damage is apt to be perceived as violence only by the
victim. In like manner, one who holds, envelops, or imprisons another
against his will seldom perceives the violence experienced by the one
who is held.

Dimensions of violence and the television
industry

The television industry, in the production of programs with violent
content, variously deals with or neglects these definitions and dimen-
sions. The length of programs restricts the extent to which complexities
can be developed. The beliefs, values, and definitions which exist in the
minds of television decision-makers produce additional limitations in the
conceptualization of violence on television. The economics of mass
media lead to the presentation of violence in such a way and in such
dimensions as suit the tastes of a highly heterogeneous audience. Addi-
tionally, if content is presented which is not accepted to influential per
sons and important public officials, problems of other kinds may devel-
op. Thus, in many ways the practicalities of continually balancing rela-
tionships with the audience, with public officials, with advertisers, and
with numerous other interests foster limitations of various kinds on tele-
vision content. Unless persuasive influences develop in new directions,
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the present patterns seem likely to continue, as a result of both con-
scious and unconscious psychological and social pressures.

DEFINING VIOLENCE FOR RESEARCH PURPOSES

Any comprehensive consideration of the issue of violence in televi-
sion content must take into account as many dimensions and complexi-
ties of violence as possible, not confine itself to narrowly restricted as-
pects.

When violence must be defined for research purposes, however, it
inevitably is stated in a restricted form. In his analysis of television con-
tent in research sponsored in this program, Gerbner (1971b) points out:

Violence connotes a great variety of physical and mental violations, emotions,
injustices, and transgressions of social and moral norms. For this study violence
was defined in its strictest physical sense as an arbiter of power. Analysts were
instructed to record as violent only ‘the overt expression of physical force
against others or self, or the compelling of action against one’s will on pain of
being hurt or killed.” The expression of injurious or lethal force had to be credi-
ble and real in the symbolic terms of the drama. Humorous and even farcical
violence can be credible and real, even if it has a presumable comic effect. But
idle threats, verbal abuse or comic gestures with no real consequences were not
to be considered violent. The agent of violence could be any sort of creature,
and the act could appear to be accidental as well as intentional. All characters
serve human purposes in the symbolic realm, and accidents or even ‘acts of na-
ture’ occur only on purpose in drama.

An example of what investigators considered ‘‘violent’ filmed materi-
al is a specially assembled 45-minute videotape used by Greenberg and
Gordon (1971c¢), which the authors described as follows:

This 45-minute tape contained 75 separate scenes of violence which varied in
length from five to 120 seconds. All violent sequences were scenes in which
characters physically harmed themselves or another person (e.g., hitting or
shooting), overtly intended such harm (e.g., shooting but missing), or physically
damaged some inanimate object (e.g., smashing furniture). Scenes of yelling or
shouting were also recorded as examples of verbal aggression.

Liebert and Baron (1971) employed three-and-one-half-minute action
sequences from the television series The Untouchables. Stein and Fried-
rich (1971) used 12 20-minute episodes of Batman or Superman as an
““aggressive’’ television film diet in their study of four-year-olds. This
illustrates the principie that violence is operationally defined by the
choice of specific stimulus material.

One researcher, however, defined media violence in a very different
and much broader way. Clark (1971) argues that violence can be almost
imperceptible and slow as well as sudden, and that the media can be vio-
lent as well as convey violence. In Clark’s view, since television is a way
of learning about the worth of one’s self and others, the medium does
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violence to blacks and other minorities by portraying them in ways that
lower their self-esteem. Television violence, in his terms, is the ‘‘slow
mental disintegration’’ that ‘‘the mass media commit by virtue of their
effects on the black self-image.”” As aresult, Clark studies identification
with television characters, because he believes that identification is the
psychological process through which the violence he attributes to televi-
sion is inflicted and is an index of the harmful effects of television and
other influences on the wellbeing of minorities.

While violence defined in this manner can produce destructive effects
and many victims, these effects result from the use of psychological
force rather than physical force. Operational definitions of violence and
aggression generally emphasize specific physical actions which cause
discomfort or injury to a person or damage to property.



Chapter 3

Some Problems of
Research on the Impact
of Television

A number of recurring questions arise in the process of reviewing
what is known about the impact of television. Representatives of many
diverse disciplines are trying to understand and formulate the effects of
media experience upon human behavior. In each discipline there are
diverse schools which rely upon different theories and different meth-
ods. They exist in relatively separated and isolated compartménts.

In addition to these general problems, a number of specific research
questions must be addressed before even tentative conclusions on the
nature of television’s effects can be advanced: What are the special
problems associated with studying television’s impact in childhood?
What is the nature of the television stimulus? What are the strategies for
investigating the impact of television? How much can these studies tell
us about the viewer’s behavior in response to television?

BEHAVIOR IN EARLY CHILDHOOD

A large number of studies conducted over the past two decades, con-
cerned with the years of immaturity in human beings and other species,
have convinced specialists in child development that the early period of
life is critically important. These studies support the age-old observation
that ‘“as the twig is bent, so the tree will grow.”’ The child’s learning dur-
ing the first five or six years sets the foundation for lifelong patterns of
behavior and for further learning. Attitudes and values, as well as habits

35
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of thinking and reacting to other people, are set during this formative
period. Child psychologists and child psychiatrists think of the young
child as especially susceptibie to influence (whether for good or for ill)
during the years of his life when he is vitally dependent on other individ-
uals for his very survival and growth.

Young children are naturally curious and eager to learn all they can
from life. Television is one potentially important source of knowledge,
and by age two or three most American children have begun to watch
and listen to television regularty (Schramm, Lyle, and Parker, 1961).
However, most research studying the effects of television on children
has not captured children’s earliest experiences with television; instead,
studies have concentrated on television’s influence on school-age chil-
dren and on adolescents. This is unfortunate; the years before the fifth
birthday, when the child is especially open to new learning and new ex-
periences, should be a period when television viewing might be especial-
ly influential. Earlier studies (e.g., Bandura, Ross, and Ross, 1963) have
documented that three-, four-, and five-year-old children imitate specific
acts (including aggressive acts) which they have observed on film, at
least in experimental circumstances. In the present series of studies,
which will be described below, Stein and Friedrich (1971) were again
able to document indications of television’s impact as early as age three.

A young child’s reaction to television is potentially quite different
from that of an adult. A child has only a limited range of past experience
and does not have a well-established set of conceptual categories for
clarifying his perceptual experiences.

Many adults assume that because children catch the fun of some adult
humor, they regularly operate on a higher level of sophistication than
they actually do. If the stories or scenes which appeal to each age group
were explored, one would probably discover that the child relates to
humor which has a concrete rather than an abstract theme. The thinking
of the three- and four-year-old is not logic as the adult sees it. At that age
children are still free-associating through the day. The evolution of their
thinking processes has not yet reached the stage where they voluntarily
or involuntarily classify, sort, select, and organize information except in
‘very concrete and immediate terms. Certain children of superior intelli-
gence who have had help with language and thinking in the family context
do sometimes indicate that they can at least follow simple logical argu-
ments, and their conversation often appears to make good sense to
adults. However, the conversation of the overwhelming number of
three- and four-year-old children is not always sensible in adult con-
texts. In the same vein, the young television viewer often is unable to
follow the theme of even a simple story (Klapper, 1969; Leifer and Rob-
erts, 1971). It is unlikely that young children will understand the relative-
Iy complex motivations for and consequences of the behavior demon-
strated by the television actor.
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DEFINING THE TELEVISION STIMULUS

In order to assess the impact of television, we must clearly understand
the nature of the television stimulus. A number of questions about tele-
vision content, which raise important issues for research in this field,
have been raised in earlier writings (e.g., Siegél, 1969).

To what degree is the symbolic language of television different from
or similar to other ‘‘languages’ such as those used in interpersonal
communication, live drama, serious music, and such? Is the ‘‘language”’
of television entertainment fare taken seriously by audiences, or does it
carry within itself a heavy discounting element because of the potential
artificiality of its excesses of cordiality, good humor, sincerity, intima-
cy. and violence? Do audiences carefully attend to the symbols of tele-
vision entertainment, or do these symbols merely reflect on irrelevant
dimensions of life and thus require nothing more than superficial or cas-
ual attention? :

Is the language of television especially “‘vivid,”” as some observers
suggest? While television may be more vivid than other media like news-
papers. comic books, or radio, how does it compare to listening to one’s
father or to a live concert or to seeing a professional football game in a
stadium? And if the language of television Is indeed more ‘‘vivid,” is it
necessarily more “‘effective’’ than, let us say, reading a fairy tale or lis-
tening to a stereo recording of Peter and the Wolf?

Can distinctions between ‘‘pure’’ entertainment content and ‘‘pure’’
information content be made from content analyses alone? Much re-
search has shown that what may be information content for some view-
ers may serve as entertainment content for others. Consequently, it is
not easy to separate entertainment content from other types of content
simply on the basis of an a priori classification scheme. Typically, televi-
sion viewers in American homes are exposed to a complex mix of news,
information, educational materials, advertising, propaganda, and enter-
tainment fare. Any concern about the totality of reactions by viewers to
television fare must also be concern about the totality of the symbolic
stimuli to which they are exposed.

A good deal of the ‘‘violent’” content found in selected televised en-
tertainment programs refers to times, places, characters, and events that
are far removed from the actual life-space of the viewers; the programs
are, in truth, fantasies which have no direct explicit application to con-
temporary life (e.g., the ““western,”” ‘‘science fiction,”” ‘‘ghost and hor-
ror stories,’” the ‘‘period/costume drama’’), but may in fact be symbolic
of contemporary life. An interesting question arises here—namely, how
and to what degree do content variables like ‘‘time of action,” *“‘type of
action,”” and ‘“*place of action’’ that are removed from the current scene
relate to contemporary audience reactions to this fare? Does this *‘dis-
tancing”’ of symbols serve as another discounting factor so that the view-

LR TS
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er dismisses the materials as reflecting ‘‘just another story?” Or do
these variables ‘‘wash out’’ and allow viewers to develop personal ana-
logs for themselves regardless? Perhaps even more important questions
are whether the young viewer perceives this ‘‘distancing,” and, if so,
how this perception relates to the likelihood that the child will adopt the
televised behavior as a guide for his actions.

What precisely constitutes portrayals of violence on television? In
one approach, mentioned in Chapter 2, violent content is described in
terms of discrete manifestations of physical aggressive behavior units in
television programs. The unit of measure recorded in these studies is a
specific act of observable behavior (e.g., punching, kicking, shooting).
Each manifest act is generally given equal weight; the acts are summed
up to reflect “‘violent’” content as such. In another approach, it is sug-
gested that aggressive behavior in television portrayals consists of an
event made up of overt or covert aggression within the context of other
nonaggressive events, or of an interpersonal tactic wherein aggressive
behavior of some sort (rather than a nonaggressive tactic) is used to gain
a specific end. Consequently, this unit of measure is the totality of the
event or situation which includes the specific *‘aggressive’’ tactic em-
ployed. Cutting across these two approaches are considerations of (1)
whether the events and interpersonal tactics are reasonably capable of
being adopted by a viewer quite literally, or (2) whether the portrayed
event or tactic is symbolic and can only be adopted in keeping with the
viewer's individual mode of expression of aggressive behavior.

RESEARCH STRATEGIES

In order to explore the possible influences on subsequent social be-
havior of exposure to portrayals of violence on television, most of the
studies in this program used one of two modes of investigation. One
method can be described as applying the concepts and data-gathering
techniques of field social survey research; the other, as applying the
concepts and data-gathering techniques of the controlled laboratory
experiment.

Because the techniques used in either data-gathering method—survey
or laboratory experiment—have critical bearing on the outcome of re-
search, both methods will be given detailed attention as this report prog-
resses.

At this point it suffices to note that the distinctions between these two
methods lie fundamentally in the manner in which data are gathered,
rather than in the way they are uitimately analyzed and interpreted.

Essentially, the social survey seeks to determine the relationships
among and between variables as they may be distributed in relatively
large samples either of a universe or of specific subpopulations. In con-
trast, the laboratory experimental approach calls for isolating one varia-
ble and testing its influence on the behaviors of small selected groups.
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One of the least complex experimental designs usually is composed of
(1) a group (i.e., experimental group) which is exposed to a stimulus and
(2) a group matched for similarities with the experimental group (i.e.,
control group) which is not so exposed.

Implications of research

Understanding the relationship between research results and free-
ranging human behavior has been a persistent difficulty in attempts to
apply scientific findings to the problems of daily life. Surveys and other
correlational studies are usually unable to clarify sequential or causal
relationships; experiments, while elucidating causality, usually require a
simulation of certain behaviors in an experimental setting. Thus, each
research strategy has some limitations.

In experimental studies of the impact of television in early childhood,
the problem is even more acute, according to some observers, because
the most definitive evidence comes from experiments in special play-
rooms which are somewhat strange to the child. When a child views tele-
vision, he usually watches in his own home surrounded by his family;
critics suggest that the things the child learns and the behavior he dem-
onstrates in this setting are quite different from what he learns and how
he behaves in a special playroom.! Some specialists concerned with the
growth and development of children, on the other hand, believe that
there is no clear distinction among settings for studying a child’s behav-
ior. They maintain that, for young children, the playground, the nursery
school, and the playroom with a television set are not artificial but rather
are part of the child’s natural daily environment. Therefore, they hold,
the behavior demonstrated in these settings can indeed be considered
representative of the child’s free-ranging behavior.

Suspension of norms for behavior. The attempt to study the social
effects of viewing television drama might be restated as the attempt to
study the real-life behavior consequences of vicarious experience. This
relationship between a ‘‘fantasy stimulus’’ and a ‘‘reality response”
raises some important questions for research. Certain aspects of this
issue were discussed in the preceding chapter; however, further aspects
have implications for research methodology.

In culture after culture, for example, societies have exhibited games,
entertainments, and ceremonies during which established norms for

"The playroom in which a chiid psychologist conducts his or her research with young
children is usually a small private room furnished with a table and chairs, a rug on the
floor. and various toys. When the research concerns television, the furnishings include a
television receiver. Usually there is a one-way vision mirror on the wall through which
observers in the adjoining room may watch the child and make records of his behavior
without intruding on it. Any technical monitoring apparatus—e.g., a tape recorder—is
housed in the adjacent observation room. The playroom itself is planned to be cheerful,
uncomplicated, and inviting, to provide a comfortable setting for the child.



40 TELEVISION AND GROWING UP

behavior are suspended; special codes which permit encroachments on
norms or taboos come into force for a limited period. The requirement
of truthfulness is suspended while the storyteller relates tales of youth-
ful adventure. The prohibition of physical violence is suspended during
games of contact sports. Norms for behavior between the sexes are
somewhat relaxed during the Mardi Gras. In all such cases, the specta-
tor, for a well-defined time period, enters into a moratorium on norms
during which vicarious experience of otherwise unacceptable behavior
is not only permitted but encouraged.

This pattern may be referred to as an ‘‘entertainment scenario,’” in
contrast to a ‘“‘reality scenario’’ in which a person is expected to order
his behavior in compliance with approved norms for everyday living.
While the entertainment scenario tends to indulge impulse, the reality
scenario tends to inhibit it.

The entertainment scenario involves the assumption that socialization
is well enough established that those involved can agree that during their
interval of vicarious experience, everyday norms are suspended, not
abolished. For example, a father and son at a football game may join in
shouting to their team to commit all manner of violence against the op-
posing team (entertainment scenario), and the son may have a little trou-
ble ‘“‘settling down’’ immediately after the game. But they both know
that, once they have returned home, the son’s interactions with his sister
must conform to a completely different set of ground rules (reality scen-
ario) than those which were appropriate on the playing field.

Everyday experience suggests, at the same time, that the mood estab-
lished in the entertainment scenario tends to persist. The demands of the
reality situation and individual personality characteristics probably in-
fluence the speed with which one moves from the entertainment scena-
rio back to the reality scenario. The strength of the stimulus may also be
a factor.

For measurement to be fully valid, these potential differences be-
tween the reality scenario and the entertainment scenario need to be
taken into consideration. Unfortunately, there is little information avail-
able that bears directly on this issue.

Limitations of research

In some research instances, it is necessary to alter or modify some
aspects of the behavior studied. In research dealing with the impact of
televised violence on children’s aggressive behavior, the requirement
that aggressive behavior be simulated is particularly important. No in-
vestigator would place a child in a setting where he could clearly harm
either himself or another child. Instead, he might substitute inanimate
objects like large dolls for live persons as the object of aggression. Thus,
experiments on the impact of televised violence have generally focused
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on indicators of interpersonal aggression, such as the child’s report of
his feelings and attitudes about hurting another person or his behavior in
striking inanimate objects. Moreover, as Weiss (1969) points out in his
review, ‘‘the testing situation is designed to give the impression that ag-
gression is permissible if not encouraged; in the shock studies,? aggres-
sion is required and only the degree of aggression can vary.”” These con-
siderations, as Weiss indicates, raise questions about ‘‘the propriety of
referring to the responses used in the research as aggressive behavior.”

There are, of course, other aspects of research which must be under-
stood in attempting to translate the experimental findings to daily life.
Where the study of children’s television viewing behavior is concerned,
one aspect which must be studied is the child’s overall psychological
state for the day as well as for the moment. If he has been getting into
mischief all day long, or if his caretaker has been irritable, or if he has
not been feeling well, the sight of people being attacked and punished on
television could have quite a different effect on him than the same scene
might on a day when he had been generally successfui and when his cop-
ing skills were strong. '

To some extent, these variations in background conditions can be
taken into account by a research design which uses an adequate number
of subjects and randomly assigns these subjects to the various treatment
conditions. But other factors enter in when we try to extrapolate the
results from experimental studies to real life. When a young child is feel-
ing strong, confident, and cared-for, he is not so prone to confuse fanta-
sy with reality and decide that the world is too dangerous for him to cope
with. The two-, three-, or four-year-old child whose mother is in the
house may watch punishment and aggression on television with more
detachment or aplomb than when she is not present and when he is un-
certain that he is being well cared for.

"Weiss refers to experiments in which subjects are directed to administer ostensible
electric shocks.



Chapter 4

Television Content

Studies of television program content leave no doubt that among en-
tertainment programs, violence figures prominently. There is also much
violence in news programs, but the research on television content has
focused mainly on dramatized entertainment programs. This focus, in
itself, precluded a complete examination of the full spectrum of televi-
sion and social behavior.

Television offers a remarkable variety of program content, including
news, sports, music, politics, education, discussion programs, and wor-
ship services. These types of programs are scarcely mentioned in our
studies, nor is any attempt made to explore their constructive contribu-
tions to American life. It is taken for granted that television program-
ming is on the whole consonant with modal interests and values. Indeed,
if it were not, it could not survive, since it is dependent on voluntary
audiences.

There are few places in the United States where people receive as few
as two television channels, and there are probably few individuals who,
if they review the weekly schedules, will fail to find programming to suit
their tastes. If they or their children spend large amounts of time view-
ing television, they are under no requirement to do so. The emergence of
public television and of cable systems promises further extension of al-
ternatives, further diversity of offerings.

It is widely believed that television increases children’s vocabulary
and extends their horizons (Steiner, 1963; Witty, 1966; Lyle and Hoff-
man, 1971a). At the same time, and precisely because of the enormous
popularity of television programming, there is concern about the possi-
bility of negative effects on children. This concern relates particularly to
fictional violence in entertainment programs. It is primarily this concern
that motivated government sponsorship of the present project, and our
studies are almost exclusively addressed to its exploration.

43
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VIOLENCE: SENTAND RECEIVED

As we noted in a previous chapter, violence takes many forms. There
is verbal violence, fist fighting, violence with weapons, and there is the
slapstick violence among cartoon characters. There is the violence of
nature in storms, in fires, in hunting by predatory animals. There is so-
cially approved violence (when the sheriff defeats the criminal) and dis-
approved violence (when the criminal holds up the storekeeper). For
reasons that are not clear, it is customary, in studies of violence in enter-
tainment programs, to exclude the violence of football, basketball,
hockey, baseball, boxing, automobile racing, skating derbies, wrestling,
rodeos.

The portrayal of violence cannot be assumed to have a one-to-one re-
lationship with the perception of violence nor with the response to it.
Although we know of no studies that would justify generalizing on this
point, there are reports that individual children may experience distress
at the televised portrayal of a pet being wounded but apparently feel no
such reaction to what many adults would consider more extreme forms
of violence.

To speak of violence in television programs, then, is to speak of many
things. Nevertheless, a study by Greenberg and Gordon (1971b) indi-
cates a high’degree of agreement among ratings by 303 adult audience
members and 43 television critics as to which television programs are
most violent. Particularly interesting is their finding that, though half of
their audience sample was given a definition of violence and half was
not, the rank ordering of the ratings by the two audience groups led to
nearly identical lists of ‘‘most violent” programs. The definition
was: ‘‘By vielence, I mean how much fighting, shooting, yelling or kili-
ing there usually is in the show."’

The 43 television critics were provided with this same definition of
violence. Their ratings corresponded closely with those of the sample of
audience members. The critics and the public agreed as to the 20 series
they considered most violent.

VIOLENCE IN PROGRAMS

The most thorough study of violent content in television entertain-
ment programs, or segments of programs, ‘‘that tell a story’” has been
conducted by Gerbner (1971b). His definition of an instance of violence
is ‘‘the overt expression of physical force against others or self, or the
compelling of action against one's will on pain of being hurt or killed.”
In addition to such acts as fighting, shooting, or killing, Gerbner includ-
ed humorous and farcical acts, accidents, and acts of nature, so long as
they appeared to be *‘credible and real.”
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Gerbner’s most recent study includes findings from his two earlier
studies of the same sort. thus providing comparisons between findings in
1967, 1968, and 1969. These studies are primarily devoted to the enumer-
ation and classification of violent incidents by trained coders who
watched and coded videotapes of selected network programs for one
week in October for each of the three years. He points out that his study
is an analysis of program content. not of effects.

Because Gerbner's findings have been inaccurately cited in several
instances as referring to all network programs during the week of each
year he studied. clarification of his data base is appropriate. The hours
studied in Philadelphia in 1967 are shown in the following table. The
hours studied in 1968 and 1969 are similar but not identical:

ABC CBS NBC

Sunday 4:00- 5:00 p.m. 7:00- 8:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m.
7:00-10:00 p.m. 9:00-10:00 p.m.

Monday 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m.

Tuesday 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30- 8:30 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m.
’ 9:30-10:00 p.m.

Wednesday 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30- 9:00 p.m.

Thursday 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m.

Friday 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m.

Saturday 9:00-11:00 a.m. 9:00-11:00 a.m. 9:00-11:00 a.m.

9:30-10:00 p.m. 8:30-10:00 p.m. 7:30-10:00 p.m.

News programs. variety shows, and network specials were excluded
because they did not contain plots or story lines.
Within these samples. Gerbner found that:

—The general prevalence of violence did not change markedly be-
tween 1967 and 1969. The rate of violent episodes remained constant at
about eight per hour.

—The nature of violence did change. Fatalities declined. and the
proportion of leading characters engaged in violence or acting as Killers
declined. The former dropped from 73 percent to 64 percent: the latter
from 19 to five percent. The consequence is that as many violent inci-
dents occurred in 1969 as 1967, but a smaller proportion of characters
were involved, and the violence was far less lethal.

—Violence increased from 1967 to 1969 in cartoons and comedies.
These two program types are not mutually exclusive in Gerbner's classi-
fication system. Much of the increase in violence in comedies is attribut-
abie to the inclusion of cartoons in the comedy category.

—Cartoons were the most violent type of program. The number of
cartoon programs increased., from 32 in 1967 to 38 in 1969. The percen-
tage of these programs containing some violence increased from 94 per-
cent in 1967 to 97 percent in 1969. Although the percentage of leading
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characters involved in killing declined from 14 percent in 1967 to one
percent in 1969, on the average 88 percent of leading characters in car-
toons were involved in violence for the 1967-69 period.

—Whereas in noncartoon shows in 1969 the agent of violence was a
human being in 78 percent of the cases, in cartoons this role was depict-
ed as human in only 23 percent of the cases. Nature, animals, and acci-
dents are the agents of violence in more than three-quarters of the cases.

Gerbner also tried to place the violence he observed into some social
and moral context by looking at its time, place, and setting and by noting
the kinds of people who engaged in violence and the kinds of people who
were its victims. He found that:

—In 1969, law enforcement agents appeared in four percent of the
cartoon episodes and in 19 percent of the noncartoon. When they did
play a role in noncartoon episodes, law enforcement agents were in-
volved in violence in 79 percent of the cases.

—Violence is more likely to take place in the past or the future
(rather than in the present) and tends to be set in exotic, far-off, or uni-
dentifiable places (rather than in surroundings familiar to viewers).

—Violence is most frequently committed by white middie- and
upper- class males, unmarried and in the young aduft or middle years.

—Most televised violence occurs between strangers or slight ac-
quatntances.

Gerbner’s study combines Saturday morning programming with dra-
matic programs in prime time evening hours. Barcus (1971) focused on
Saturday morning programming in a content analysis using a sample of
19 hours broadcast in Boston by three network stations and one inde-
pendent. He found: :

—In regard to broad program format categories, that commercial
and promotional messages accounted for approximately 19 percent of
the time; that when programs were roughly classified either as entertain-
ment or as information, entertainment accounted for 89 percent of the
time; and that 62 percent of total content consisted of animation.

—In regard to violent content, that approximately three out of ten
dramatic segments were ‘‘saturated’’ with violence; that 71 percent had
at least one instance of human violence with or without the use of weap-
ons; and that, aithough in 52 percent of the segments vioience was di-
rected at humans, in only four percent did this result in death or injury.

Qualitative aspects of violence portrayals

While these content analyses deal with the more readily quantifiable
aspects of violence on television (e.g., How many acts? Who committed
them? Where did the action take place?), they do not focus on the more
qualitative aspects (e.g., Was the violent act related to character and
plot development or was it gratuitous? How vivid or gory was the act
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itself? What were the consequences?), which may well have a bearing
on possible deleterious effects (see Heller and Polsky, 1971).

In this connection it should be noted that the National Association of
Broadcasters Television Code, the self-regulatory instrument of the
industry, has definite strictures on these more qualitative aspects of the
presentation of violence. For example, the code stipulates: *‘Such sub-
jects as violence and sex shall be presented without undue emphasis and
only as required by plot development or character delineation. Crime
should not be presented as attractive or as the solution to human prob-
lems and the inevitable retribution should be made clear.’”” At another
point the code states that ‘‘the detailed presentation of brutality or phys-
ical agony by sight or by sound are not permissible.”” Unfortunately,
Gerbner’s study does not indicate the extent to which these industry
guidelines for mitigating possible negative effects of violent content
have actually been achieved in current television programming.

POPULARITY OF VIOLENCE IN THE MEDIA

Violence, of course, has been portrayed in entertainment since the
earliest dramas were sung by traveling musicians. Clark and Blanken-
burg’s (1971) data on a variety of media—prime time television drama,
movies, a family magazine, newspaper front pages, and television news
—make it clear that violence appears regularly and frequently in ali me-
dia. It has been a major component of American mass media since their
inception.

Because of the crude measures used and the inherent differences be-
tween media. direct comparisons among media as to violent content are
not feasible. However, since people report using television much more
than other media. they are presumably exposed to more fictional vio-
lence on television than in any other medium.

Clark and Blankenburg (1971), using TV Guide synopses from 1953
to 1969 as their source of information, observed some tendency for the
frequency of violence in prime time evening programs to peak approxi-
mately every four years. They found no evidence that such fluctuations
were related either to national crime rates (a point to which we will re-
turn) or to Congressional or other prominent criticism of violence in tel-
evision. They did find evidence that is consistent with the interpretation
that televised violence fluctuates as a function of the efforts of broad-
casters to satisfy public taste and achieve as large an audience as possi-
ble—a .53 correlation between percentage of programs classified as vio-
lent and mean Nielsen ratings for all evening programs and a .49 correla-
tion between the average Nielsen rating of programs classified as violent
in one year and the number of such programs broadcast in the following
year. Thus, the years that are high in violence also tend to be high in
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overall ratings, and new season program formats are likely to vary ac-
cording to what was popular with audiences the previous year. The in-
vestigators report that the latest violence ‘‘peak’ occurred in 1967.

Heavy viewers of televised violence

The remarkable popularity among the adult population of television
drama that includes violence is a social reality that cannot be avoided. In
order to study the audience size and some demographic characteristics
of adult viewers of television violence, Israel and Robinson (1971) ana-
lyzed marketing research data collected by W. R. Simmons and Asso-
ciates. Using data from 1968, 1969, and 1970, and employing a
nationally projectable sample of respondents who kept viewing diaries
for two weeks, Israel and Robinson classified as heavy viewers of *‘vio-
lent television’’ those who reported viewing 8.5 hours of programs clas-
sified as violent during the two-week period in 1969-70. (Six hours was
the cutoff point in 1967; in 1968 it was 7.5 hours.) Approximately 12 per-
cent of the males and 11 percent of the females qualified as heavy vio-
lence viewers on this criterion in 1969-70.

These heavy viewers account for only about one-third of the total au-
dience for the programs classified as “‘violent.”” These figures, projected
nationally, mean that more than one-tenth of American aduits watch
more than four hours a week of television violence. The heavy viewers
of violence are disproportionately clustered among males over 50 years
old and among males with less than a full high school education.

Crime statistics and televised violence

Clark and Blankenburg (1971) tested the hypothesis that crime statis-
tics in real life might vary with the frequency of fictional crime and vio-
lence in television content. They obtained crime statistics from the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation, which had ‘‘recently adjusted’’ them for
“greater reliability.”” The statistics showed, for example, that murder in
the U.S. declined between the 1930s and the early 1960s, when it began
to increase; in 1968, the most recent year for which data were reported,
the murder rate had reached approximately the level of the 1930s.

The investigators found that the percentage of violent programs does
not correlate with Uniform Crime Report data on violence in the U.S.,
on either a direct or a delayed basis.

In other instances, however, media portrayals of antisocial or aggres-
sive behavior appear to be related to similar events in the real world. For
example, Siegel (1969) noted that approximately five years ago, NBC
aired 2 Rod Serling film called The Doomsday Flight. The film revolved
around a character who had placed a bomb-on an airliner and then re-
peatedly phoned the airline company giving ‘‘hints’” about the place-
ment of the bomb. Before the broadcast ended, one airline had received
a bomb threat. Within 24 hours, four more threats were reported. By the
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end of the following week, during which the previous threats had been
reported by other media, a total of eight bomb threats had been tele-
phoned to airline offices—a figure twice that recorded for the entire
month preceding the broadcast.

In May 1971 The Doomsday Flight was rebroadcast in Australia. Sub-
sequent events paralleled the plot of the film: several days after the
broadcast, Qantas Airlines paid approximately $500,000 in ransom to
protect 116 passengers aboard a flight to Hong Kong. .

Bandura (1971) has suggested that the incidence of airline hijackings
may be related to news coverage of such events. He points out that no
incidents of hijacking were reported in the United States before 1961. A
number of Cuban airliners, however, were hijacked from Havana to
Miami during the 1957-60 period; these hijackings were given heavy
media coverage. The first American plane was hijacked to Havana in
1961.

THE COMPLEXITY OF PROGRAMMING DECISIONS

That identifying and responding to general audience preferences is a
major concern to broadcasters in planning programs is amply borne out
by three sets of interviews with network personnel and with producers
and writers of television programs (Baldwin and Lewis, 1971; Cantor,
1971: Gerbner, 1971a).

Although many among network personnel express interest in reducing
violence in their programs, they feel constrained by the economic reali-
ties of broadcasting. In order to induce advertisers to finance program-
ming. networks must draw large audiences with demographic character-
istics attractive to advertisers. As both network officials and creators of
programs see it, ‘‘action”” is among the best, fastest, and easiest ways of
attracting and keeping large audiences, and ‘“‘action’ is considered as
almost synonymous with violence. This reality looms large and is a
source of contention among both the creators of programs and the net-
work officials who oversee and judge the programs.

A multitude of important factors and considerations—public opinion,
artistic and creative concerns, economic competition, and many private
psychological proclivities—impinge upon the small army of decision-
makers who decide which programs will be broadcast. We can easily
surmise that, under these circumstances, whatever programs are ulti-
mately screened are not just the products of a rational, conscious proc-
ess. As ideas are thrashed out and as the creative brainstorming confer-
ences occur, judgments are made about ‘‘what they will approve up-
stairs.”” ‘‘what the public wants (likes),”” “‘will the advertiser buy it,”
and ‘‘will this ruin my artistic reputation.”” Each of these questions,
however, gives the individual who provides the answer an opportunity

1Y <6
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to imagine that he knows the answer. Likewise, selective remembering
and forgetting, unconscious self-serving, and just plain personal interest
will bring about differences of opinion and conflicting interests. The de-
cision-making process is complex, and the attempt to accommodate
many viewpoints limits the creative freedom with which any single par-
ticipant can work. .

In the studies of television program regulation undertaken for this
program (Baldwin and Lewis, 1971; Cantor, 1971), it is easy to see this
kind of process at work. Persons at all fevels of decision-making imple-
ment the conscious and unconscious notions referred to above, in their
efforts to satisfy the many competing value-impositions on their work
product. Though most of the people interviewed in these studies imagine
they know why they do what they do, and think that they respond in ra-
tional ways, quite clearly there is a substantial amount of reaction to
what *‘they”’ think and expect. *‘Their’’ views, however, may never rise
to the tangible level where they can be accurately checked. We do not
imply that this internal regulatory process is peculiar to the television
industry; it is characteristic of any group’s decision-making process. In
light of the underlying psychological processes described above, the
presence of a regulatory code and/or the tendency to imagine the atti-
tudes of ‘‘those higher up,”” may cause such constriction of outlook that
values like “‘freedom of speech’” may be encroached upon.

The theory that television violence is encouraged and perhaps made
inevitable by the competitive economic structure of the American
broadcasting industry is given some support by a set of reports describ-
ing the structure and control of television in three other developed na-
tions: Great Britain, Israel, and Sweden (Halloran and Croll, 1971; Shi-
nar, 1971; Dahlgren, 1971). The television offerings of different nations
are difficult to compare in a meaningful way; these studies, moreover,
are preliminary, and they do not claim to make definitive comparisons.
They do indicate, however, that when rough comparisons are made, the
proportion of violence oh American television is greater than that broad-
cast in any of the other three nations.

In the United States, public television—which is free of competitive
restraints—is in its infancy. Its financial resouces (provided by govern-
ment and private foundations) are very modest compared with commer-
cial network budgets. Public television, however, represents a potential
way of changing the balance of television content in directions other
than those dictated by audience size.



